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Abstract 
The objective of this paper is to analyze the relationship between industrial sectors, based on the pressure of stakeholders’ 
groups, and the transparency of the main information system tool for sustainability, the sustainability reports. We find 
higher quality on the reports issued by companies in environmentally sensitive industries, companies in industries with 
high consumer proximity, and in companies in industries with high investors’ and employees’ pressure. We extend 
previous research looking only at the environmental stakeholder, by adding three other groups. Our results also show an 
effect of size, global region and the fact that the companies are listed, on Corporate social responsibility transparency. 
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1. Introduction 
Information system transparency can be considered as the new ethical paradigm on the new century 
(Vaccaro and Madson [1]). Corporate social responsibility (CSR) reporting is a communication tool used by 
companies to convey a transparent image, and used by managers to assess continued improvement in non-
financial areas. Transparency, as Kaptein and Van Tulder [2] assert, is a concept linked by nature to CSR.  
There is extensive literature on the influence that industry has on CSR reporting (Fifka [3]). In most of the 
studies the variable “industry” is used to identify inter-sectoral differences. One of the main differences found 
by Sweeney and Coughlan [4] and Kolk and Perego [5] is the existence of higher CSR disclosures in some 
industries over others. Campbell [6] and Morhardt [7] use industry to analyze intra-sectoral differences or 
analogies. Even from a different perspective, Campbell [8] highlights the effect of industry and its level of 
self-regulation on CSR reporting, through the normative mechanism of institutionalization. Amran and 
Haniffa [9] identify industry membership as a mimetic mechanism of institutionalization. That is to say that 
the attitude towards CSR in a company will provoke a mirror effect on other companies within the same 
industry. 
In the same field, but with a different scope, Graafland and Eijffinger [10] conduct an empirical study 
using the benchmark method, to find that industry affects transparency. Therefore, transparency can be 
considered as an additional perspective in CSR research.   
This paper extends the literature on CSR reporting by looking at the effect that industry has on the 
transparency of CSR reporting. The contribution of our paper consists on the identification of four categories 
of industries based on the pressure of four main groups of stakeholders (customers, employees, environment 
and investors), to study the relationship between these groups and CSR transparency. The paper is broken 
down into five sections after this introduction. The literature review is followed by the presentation of our 
research hypotheses, the methodology, and the results. In the final section, we present the conclusions, 
comment on the research limitations, and outline some directions for future research. 
2. Literature Review 
2.1. CSR reporting and transparency 
Transparency is a key condition for CSR reporting (Kaptein and Van Tulder [2], Dubbink et al. [11], 
Williams [12]). We focus our literature review on previous research identifying variables to measure 
transparency. 
Vaccaro and Madsen [1] distinguish between static and dynamic transparency. The first one is 
unidirectional, from the provider to the user, while the second one is a bidirectional and interactive process. 
This second perspective highlights the role of information and communication technologies, especially the 
Internet, to allow the stakeholder dialogue required to achieve a dynamic transparency. Authors in this area 
find ethical justification for dynamic transparency in the social contract theory, due to its ability to contribute 
to trust, and its power to improve the market’s ethics. Although dynamic transparency requires technological 
tools like computers and Internet connection, which limits its usability, Vaccaro and Madsen [1] recommend 
its implementation as part of the CSR strategy, to achieve a successful stakeholder dialogue.  
Dubbink et al. [11] argue that transparency enhances efficiency and innovation. They identify three criteria 
for the evaluation of transparency policies: efficiency (positively associated with quality of information), 
freedom, and virtue. Only the first of these criteria is deeply analyzed in the paper, where the authors identify 
procedural standards for the measure of transparency in social reports. These standards are: completeness, 
inclusiveness, relevance/evolution, comparability, comprehensibility/clarity, timeliness/evolution, public 
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disclosure, verifiability, external verification, impartiality, attention for sustainability, process governance, 
organizational embedment, consistency, continuous improvement, and information quality/reliability.  
Bushman et al. [13] measure corporate transparency using three components: corporate reporting, private 
information acquisition and communication, and information dissemination. The authors define corporate 
reporting as the dissemination of periodic information on a voluntary or mandatory basis, and measure it with 
the following variables: financial disclosure intensity, governance disclosure intensity, accounting principles, 
timeliness of financial disclosure, and audit quality of financial disclosure. They disaggregate corporate 
transparency into two factors: financial transparency, understood as intensity and timeliness of financial 
disclosure, and governance transparency, as intensity of governance disclosure. Using data from several 
countries, the authors find correlation between governance transparency, and countries’ legal/judicial regime, 
and between financial transparency and political economy.  
Williams [12] analyzes de connection between trust and transparency. Transparency is defined using three 
properties: relevant, timely and reliable information. Through ten interviews among executives in several 
companies, the author concludes that transparency depends on interpersonal trust, cooperative behaviour, and 
network position. All these factors improve the efficient and effective functioning of organizations. 
2.2.  CSR reporting and industry 
Industry and size are the most tested variables in the research of voluntary CSR reporting, following Fifka  
[3]. During the last decades of the previous century, the environmentally sensitive industries were the most 
frequently studied, because of their higher levels of environmental disclosure. Deegan and Gordon [14] 
analyze if environmental disclosure is correlated with certain industries, as well as the changes in disclosure 
practices during the period 1980-1991. Using a sample of twenty-five firms from Australia, they find an 
increase on voluntary CSR reporting in that period. This change in CSR reporting coincides with the increase 
on the number of members in the main environmental groups of pressure (e.g. Greenpeace). Their results 
support the view that environmental disclosures are used to legitimize the firm’s operation in sensitive 
environmental industries. Campbell [6] conducts a content analysis of the annual reports of ten UK companies 
in five sectors (retailers, brewing, petrochemicals, chemicals and aggregates) during the period 1974-2000. He 
finds that environmental sensitivity is correlated with the levels of environmental disclosure. They also find 
concordance on the level and direction of disclosure within sectors. Other authors, as Paten [15], Roberts [16] 
and Hackston and Milne [17], use high-profile industries as a broader concept than environmental sensitive 
sectors, applied to companies with public pressure, consumer visibility, high level of political risk, or 
concentrated intense competition. Hackston and Milne [17] test the association between industry and the 
quantity of social and environmental disclosures, using 47 annual reports of listed companies from New 
Zeeland. They analyze the effect of industry in the correlation between size and CSR disclose, and find that in 
high-profile industries the correlation between size and disclose is stronger than in the low profile ones.  
The nineties are a transition period, with evidence of growing interest in other issues besides environment, 
such as social and economic impact under a CSR perspective, as assessed in Kolk [18] and Elkington [19]. At 
the beginning of the XXI century, with the development of the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), CSR 
reporting evolved towards the “triple bottom line”. This approach can be considered a complete information 
system for sustainability. Sweeney and Cougland [4] use the content in annual and CSR reports of 28 
FTSE4Good firms of different sectors, to identify the primary and secondary stakeholder in each industry. 
They find that in Financial services, the primary stakeholders are the employees, and the secondary is the 
community. In Pharmaceutical-medicals, the primary stakeholder is the community, and the secondary are the 
employees. They found no main group of interest in Pharmaceutical-health and Beauty and Retail. For 
Telecommunication, the primary stakeholders are the customers and the secondary ones are the employees. 
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Finally, the environment is the primary stakeholder for Automobile and Oil & gas, with no clear evidence on 
the secondary one. 
Using 267 corporations from the Stockholm Stock Exchange and all state-owned corporations, Branco and 
Rodrigues [20] find correlation between industry and quantity of some types of disclose. They find that the 
Raw material industry provides more environmental information; the Consumer goods industry discloses 
more information related to ethical issues; the IT industry discloses very little information in general, and that 
the Financial industry discloses the least information about human resources. Similar results are presented in 
Gamerschlag et al. [21] using data from 20 big listed companies in Germany in the 2005-2008 years. They 
find that companies under pressure of environmental groups disclose more environmental information; those 
in the consumer industry and energy supplying industries disclose more in all CSR issues, and companies in 
the services sector disclose less information. 
There is no much evidence on what features, other than environmental sensitivity, have an effect on CSR 
reporting. Our paper contributes to the knowledge of industry differences in CSR reporting by gathering 
evidence on this field. 
3. Hypotheses development 
It is expected that companies in different industries present CSR reports with different levels of 
transparency. Our research question is if the pressure of the stakeholders’ groups affects the levels of 
transparency of companies in different industries. 
To test it, we categorize industries based on Sweeney and Coughland [4] and Branco and Rodrigues [20], 
which apply the institutional perspective of legitimacy and stakeholder theories. With this criterion, we 
distinguish four categories: Environmental sensitivity industries; Consumers’ proximity industries; Industries 
with high-investor pressure; and Industries with high-employee pressure. 
We disaggregate the previous research question as follows:   
H1. Companies in environmental sensitive industries present CSR reports with higher levels of 
transparency. 
H2. Companies in industries with high consumer proximity present CSR reports with higher levels of 
transparency. 
H3. Companies in industries with higher investors’ pressure present CSR reports with higher levels of 
transparency. 
H4. Companies in industries with higher employees’ pressure present CSR reports with higher levels of 
transparency. 
4. Research Method 
4.1. Sample 
The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is the main framework for sustainability reporting (Brown et al. 
[23], Manetti and Becatti [24], Nikolaeva and Bicho [25]). The GRI reporting guidelines provide specific 
categories to identify and classify sustainability reports (SR) according to several parameters. As this paper 
offers an empirical analysis, we use data from all the CSR reports registered in GRI, between 2008 and 2010, 
for ten countries (data available on August, 24th 2011). The data set includes 1,047 observations (Table 1).  In 
the period of analysis, the guidelines used by companies were G2 (residual because it was issued in 2002) and 
G3 (issued in 2006). Both G2 and G3 define three basic parameters that can be linked to the transparency of 
the reports: 
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1. Level of application. This parameter defines the extent of coverage of the GRI Reporting Framework. 
G2 defines three levels of application -from best to worst-: In Accordance, Content Index and Reference 
Only. G3 identifies another three ones -from best to worst-: A, B and C. Companies reporting with the highest 
levels of application (IA and A) provide more information. We consider it as a proxy for relevance/evolution 
and public disclosure, both linked to transparency, following Dubbink et al. [11].  
2. Declaration of the level. This parameter defines if the level of application is certified by a third party, 
checked by GRI, or self-declared. The “independent declaration” represented by the first two categories 
implies that the information about the level of application was verified. As Dubbink et al. [11] do, it is 
considered as a proxy of completeness and linked to transparency. 
3. Assurance of SR. The content of the SR may or may be not assured by a third party that issues an 
assurance statement (AS). It is presented as a mechanism of credibility and transparency in Kaptein and 
Tulder [2], Dubbink et al. [11], Williams [12], Bushman et al. [13] and Dando and Swift [26]; hence, the 
inclusion of AS makes the SR more transparent. 
Frequency may also be used as an indicator of intensity, which Bushman et al. [13] relate to corporate 
transparency as well. 
Table 1. Sample description. Countries and regions.
Country N Region and % 
United States of America    242 North America (23.1%) 
Denmark (15); Finland (36); Germany (88); 
Norway (19); Portugal (40); Spain (229); 
Sweden (92) 
   519  
Europe (49.6%) 
Brazil    160 South America (15.3%) 
Japan    126 Asia (12%) 
Total 1,047 (100%) 
4.2. Variable definition 
Dependent variable 
The dependent variable “Transparency” is obtained using a dimension reduction with a Varimax rotation 
method from the following 4 variables: frequency of SR, level of application, declaration of the level, and 
existence of assurance. 
Frequency of CSR reporting measures how many times (in percentage respect to the total possible) each 
company presented a SR during the period of evaluation. This variable takes values between 0 and 1.  
Level of application is measured by the level of GRI used in reporting. This variable measures the time 
each company presents IA or A level respect to the number of SR presented. The values of this variable vary 
from 0 to 1. 
Declaration indicates how many times, with respect to the number of SR presented, the level of application 
is verified by a third party or checked by the GRI. The variable varies from 0 to 1.  
Existence of assurance of the CSR reporting measures the number of times that a company presents an 
assurance statement of the SR respect to the number of SR presented. Its value ranges from 0 to 1.  
Independent variables  
We collected data about the industry of each company according to the GRI database, which identifies 38 
different sectors. We further create four dichotomy variables considering the possible pressure of four 
stakeholders: customers, employees, environment, and investors, as follows: 
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Customer proximity industries: this variable adopts a value of 1 if the company belongs to an industry well 
known for the general public as a consumer of its products or services. It includes energy utilities, financial 
services, food and beverage products, healthcare, household and personal products, retailers, 
telecommunications, textiles and apparel, waste management and water utilities. These industries were 
proposed by Sweeney and Coughland [4] and Branco and Rodrigues [20]. We include in this classification 
other industries meeting the same criteria: commercial services, consumer durables, media, tobacco, 
tourism/leisure, toys, and universities as well. For all the other industries the variable adopts a value of 0. 
Employees-oriented industries: We define this variable using size of a company as proxy for employees’ 
pressure. GRI ranges company size in three categories: 1, small and medium size; 2, big size; and 3, 
multinational. For coherence with the other dependent variables, this variable assumes a value of 1 if the 
company has high pressure from employees, meaning that it is a big size or multinational company, and 0 for 
small and medium size. 
Environmental sensitivity industries: this variable adopts a value of 1, if the company’s activities have an 
important impact on the environment (extractives or high pollution industries), following Branco and 
Rodrigues [20], Gamersschlag et al. [21] and Taggeson et al. [22]. These industries are: agriculture, 
automotive, aviation, chemical, construction, construction materials, energy, energy utilities, forest and paper 
products, logistics, metal products, mining, railroad, waste management and water utilities. For all the other 
industries the variable adopts a value of 0.  
Investors-oriented industries: this variable adopts a value of 1 if the company is in an industry with high 
level of pressure from their investors. It includes industries in which more than 50% of companies are traded 
in the stock exchange. We include financial services as well, because it includes cooperatives and savings 
companies that are not traded, but have the pressure of the partners. This industries are: automotive, aviation, 
chemicals, computers, conglomerates, construction, construction materials, consumer durables, energy, 
energy utilities, financial services, healthcare products, household and personal products, media, metals 
products, real estate, retailers, technology hardware, telecommunications, textiles and apparel and toys. For all 
the other industries the variable adopts a value of 0. 
We use three control variables. “Region” indicates the geographical area of the company. It adopts a value 
of 1 if North America; 2 if Europe; 3 if South America and 4 if Asia. Kolk and Perego [5], Adams [27], Kolk 
[28], and Wilmshurst and Frost [29] found positive correlation between country and CSR reporting. Similarly 
to Monteiro and Aibar [30], we use the variable “Quoted” which adopts a value of 1 if the company is traded 
in the stock exchange, and 0, otherwise. Finally, following Fifka [3], we included the variable “Size”. This 
variable is defined based on the GRI classification and transformed into a dichotomy variable with a value of 
0 for small and medium, and 1 for large and multinational companies.  
4.3. Methodology 
 We define four linear regressions: 
Regression 1: T = Į0 + Į1CPI + Į2Reg + Į3Quo + Į4Size + İi 
where T is transparency; CPI is consumers-proximity industries; Reg is region; Quo is quoted variable; and 
Size is size.  
Regression 2: T = Į0 + Į1EIO + Į2Reg + Į3Quo + İi  
where T is transparency; EOI is employee-oriented industry; Reg is region and Quo is quoted variable. 
Regression 3: T = Į0 + Į1ESI + Į2Reg + Į3Quo + Į4Size + İi  
where T is transparency of SR; ESI is environmental-sensitive industries; Reg is region; Quo is quoted 
variable; and Size and size.  
Regression 4: T = Į0 + Į1IOI + Į2Reg + Į3Quo + Į4Size + İi  
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where T is transparency; IOI is investor-oriented industry; Reg is region; Quo is quoted variable and Size 
is size. 
5. Results of the test of hypotheses 
 Results support the four hypotheses, that is to say, the influence of the main stakeholders in an industry on 
CSR transparency. We consider four different variables, each of them reflecting the pressure of a different 
group of stakeholders, and all of them show a direct and positive relationship with transparency.  
The significance reported in the table is for all the variables .06 or better (2 tailed). However, our tested 
hypotheses are directional, making the level of significance .03 or better.  
The results of the test of hypotheses are presented in Table 2. 
Table 2 – Test of hypothesis 
Unstand. Coefficients Stand.Coefficients
t 
Sig. 
(2 tail) B Std. Error Beta R
eg
ressio
n
 1 
(Constant) .033 .111    .294 .769
CPI .163 .062 .081  2.636 .009
Reg -.076 .033 -.069 -2.266 .024
Quo -.286 .065 -.143 -4.394 .000
Size .234 .095 .080   2.474 .014R
eg
ressio
n
 2
(Constant) .121 .106 1.133 .257
EOI .248 .095 .085 2.611 .009
Reg -.084 .033 -.077 -2.500 .013
Quo -.303 .065 -.151 -4.668 .000
R
eg
ressio
n
 3 
(Constant) .099 .107 .928 .354
ESI .120 .064 .058 1.885 .060
Reg -.086 .033 -.079 -2.573 .010
Quo -.314 .065 -.157 -4.826 .000
Size .233 .095 .080 2.451 .014R
eg
ressio
n
 4 
(Constant) .062 .107 .582 .561
IOI .236 .067 .115 3.529 .000
Reg -.088 .033 -.081 -2.655 .008
Quo -.365 .067 -.183 -5.459 .000
Size .196 .095 .067 2.056 .040
Regarding control variables, the four regressions show the significance of all of them, region, size and 
quoted. This result is revealing because most of the research is done using traded companies due to the easy 
availability of data, and our results show that after controlling for size, those companies are less transparent 
than companies that are not publicly available. This effect can be explained by the fact that Europe has the 
largest number of companies in our sample, and also this region has the lowest rate of quoted companies 
(32.4%). Hence, our results could be affected by the composition of the sample. We have found no references 
to previous research comparing public and private companies.  
The variable Region adopts a value of 1 if North America; 2 if Europe; 3 if South America and 4 if Asia. 
The significant and negative relationship shows that companies in the first two regions are more transparent 
than companies in the last two. This result is consistent with the evolution of CSR reporting in these regions 
showed in KPMG [31]. As expected, Size has a significant and positive effect on Transparency.  
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6. Conclusions 
In this paper we analyze how the pressure of stakeholders in an industry can affect CSR transparency. We 
obtain data from 1047 companies from the GRI database, for the period 2008-2010. The sample includes data 
from companies that are listed and not listed in the stock exchange. Data is initially classified in 38 industries 
and 4 geographical regions by GRI. The dependent variable Transparency is the result of a factorial analysis 
test on four variables: frequency of SR throughout the period, application level of GRI guide, external 
declaration for the application level, and existence of AS. The tested independent variable is analyzed based 
on the definition of four variables, as a result of the industry categorization, and it depends on the pressure of 
stakeholders. The four categories are: impact on customers, employees, environment and investors. We 
include in the analysis three control variables: region, quoted and size. 
Industry is usually reported as affecting CSR disclosure, especially in industries with environmental 
impact. Our study confirms the effect of the environment variable, but we contribute to previous knowledge 
by including other categories of stakeholders that are usually not considered. Those groups are customers, 
employees and investors. Our results support their influence on CSR transparency. Thus, the four proposed 
hypotheses are supported. Stakeholders’ pressure affects the level of transparency in CSR disclosure. This 
result is important because it affects the design of the CSR strategy to achieve competitive advantages.  
In this paper we consider CSR transparency of companies in different countries, chosen by the importance 
of their CSR reporting. Some of these countries are developed (e.g. U.S.A. and Japan), others are considered 
environmentally conscious (e.g. Sweden and Finland), Brazil is a growing economy, and Spain has had a huge 
development of CSR in recent years. Other companies are in developing countries. We select this mixture 
trying to obtain a global overview of the reporting practices, recognizing that the no inclusion of more 
countries may be considered as a limitation of the paper.   
Future research can be focused on the theoretical justification of our result considering other approaches, such 
as stakeholder theory and legitimacy theory, to understand the role that stakeholders play on information 
systems for sustainability reporting. 
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